Support systems, facilities and staffing of clinics in Mhala, Gazankulu--are they adequate?
A study comprising in-depth interviews of sisters in all 15 rural clinics in the Mhala district of Gazankulu showed them to experience major problems with support systems: radiophone communication was unreliable (and even absent in 3 clinics); transport was inadequate; the cold chain was not well maintained and essential drugs and equipment were absent (only 1 clinic had all the equipment to manage a neonatal resuscitation adequately). There were also serious deficiencies in facilities, lack of running water and electricity posing the most serious problems (resulting in deliveries and suturing of episiotomies by candlelight). Other pressing problems include inadequate waiting space and patient privacy. Staffing at the clinics fell well below what is required, yet the commitment of staff was often inspiring. The state of the clinics must be seen within the constraints of 'homeland' policy and the unequal distribution of the country's health care resources. Despite these limitations the clinic service can be improved. Recommendations are made for this, concentrating on improving support structures rather than on the more costly improvement of facilities.